The developmental processes producing preferences for opposite-sex mating partners are not well understood. Zebra finches, Taeniopygia guttata, are colonial and socially monogamous with biparental care. To determine whether the early social environment contributes to sexual partner preference, we removed adult males from breeding colonies when the oldest chicks were less than 1 week old (male-removal rearing) or left them in the breeding cage (control rearing). At independence, maleremoval and control offspring were moved to unisex cages. As adults they were given two-choice tests with male versus female stimuli followed by group aviary tests. Male-removal subjects, unlike controls, did not prefer opposite-sex stimuli in the two-choice tests. Male-removal subjects were less likely than controls to successfully pair with opposite-sex birds in the group aviary tests; 38% of them paired with a same-sex bird. Thus early social experience may contribute to a critical component of mate choice, choosing the opposite sex, in this pair-bonding species.
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One of the most salient and robust features of mate choice is a preference for individuals of the opposite sex. While the adaptive significance of such a preference is obvious, the developmental processes that lead to such a preference are not at all obvious. For species that develop in a social context, early experience with conspecifics, including parents, siblings and other members of the social group, is a potential contributor to adult sexual partner preference (preference for mating or pairing with females versus males).
Experiments with a variety of species have shown that animals reared without normal social experience during development (for example, without mothers or in unisex social groups) may show deficits in sexual behaviour as adults when tested with opposite-sex stimuli (Larsson 1978; Leonard et al. 1993; Wallen 1996) . There have been few attempts, however, to determine whether these or other manipulations of social experience alter an animal's sexual partner preference. Those few studies that have given subjects a choice of male versus female stimuli seem to be limited to species of mammals that do not form pair bonds (de Jonge et al. 1987; Slob et al. 1987; Matuszczyk & Larsson 1994; Perkins & Fitzgerald 1997) .
Animals that are socially monogamous and pair for life raise particularly interesting questions about the processes that operate during development to yield oppositesex pairs. Few choices are made in a lifetime and the first choice is made in young adulthood without benefit of prior breeding experience. Thus unless the incidence of extrapair parentage is high, lifetime reproductive success depends importantly on the initial choice; an error would be costly. Furthermore, the association between males and females is not limited to copulation or to the breeding season. Pairing for life occurs in a few invertebrates such as termites (Thorne 1997), a few mammals (Komers & Brotherton 1997) , and a number of birds such as geese and swans (Black 1996) .
The zebra finch, Taeniopygia guttata, like most estrildine finches, breeds colonially and exhibits social monogamy with obligate biparental care (obligate in the sense of universal within the species); pairs last until one of the partners dies (Immelmann 1967; Zann 1996) . Paired birds in wild and captive colonies are readily identifiable, because they spend much time in physical proximity, including clumping together, preening each other (allopreening), and spending time in a nest or nestbox together, activities that are seldom part of the social interactions of other dyads in the colony.
It has been well established in this species that social experience during development is critical for the singing of normal songs by males and for the normal adult preference for conspecific pairing partners. Males learn Correspondence and present address: E. Adkins-Regan, 218 Uris Hall, Cornell University, Ithaca, NY 14853-7601, U.S.A. (email: er12@cornell.edu 
